CA 125 is an excretory product of human endometrial glands.
The present investigation was undertaken to study the cellular localization and kinetics of synthesis of CA 125 in the endometrium. CA 125 was localized by immunohistochemistry to the infranuclear region of epithelial cells during the proliferative phase and to the apical luminal border during the secretory phase. In gestational endometrium, both the cytoplasm and the apical luminal border of epithelial cells were intensely positive. No staining was seen in endometrial stromal cells during the normal cycle or in decidualized endometria. Results obtained from in vitro cultures of separated glandular and stromal cells were similar to those obtained by immunohistochemistry. That is, epithelial cells released between 5 and 25 times more CA 125 into the culture medium than did stromal cells. The release of CA 125 was highest in epithelial and stromal cells obtained during the early secretory phase. CA 125 concentrations were markedly elevated in endometrial aspirations obtained during the secretory phase or in endometria with crumbling stroma compared to plasma levels. Plasma levels of CA 125 were slightly elevated during menses. These results suggest that CA 125 is an exocrine product of endometrial epithelial cells. Plasma levels of CA 125 may be of endometrial origin only when the membrane barriers, which normally prevent its entry into the circulation, are damaged.